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September 4, 1964 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 
SUBJECT: Chronology of the Gulf of Tonkin 



P' 


I attach the chronology of the Gulf of Tonkin affair which you asked for 
from McNamara. I had sent it back for correction on a couple of small 
points, and I have read it myself to see- if I could save you any time, 
but my conclusion is that you will probably want to read it all the way 
through yourself when you have time. 


There is still no evidence whatever that the timing of your announcement 

adversely affected the success of the operation in any way. All the 

evidence, indeed, runs the other way. The appendix to this report shows 

that North Vietnamese did have the aircraft in their screens before you 

spoke. The post- strike estimates show that there was no significant 

alert in the ports struck by the first attack from TICONDEROGA. The 

planes we lost were lost in the second strike several hours later, long 

after a complete alert had been given by the first attack. Moreover, it 

is clear that you yourself never gave any assurance of the kind Halle ck 

claimed. Fi n al l y, the record of public discussion suggests that Goldwater ! s 

charges and Halleck's have been rejected by sober commentators and by J 

the American people. Nevertheless this record does make it clear that 

we narrowly escaped a dangerously early announcement of the attacks. 

The reasons for this are four: 

(1) Admiral Sharp and other military officers repeatedly assured 
McNamara that it would be a simple matter to mount an air strike in the 
early morning in the Gulf of Tonkin. This assurance led to initial planning 
built around a 7 p. m. announcement here, and when these estimates proved 
gravely optimistic, McNamara himself became increasingly impatient 

and eager to get the matter announced. 

(2) Communications in this around -the -world operation were 

slower than McNamara and Sharp expected them to be. Thus, there were 1 

repeated delays in getting the final orders to execute from Washington to 
the carriers. There was also confusion about time zones which cost us 
an hour of planned time. 


(3) This same time lag, in reverse, made us slow to understand 
the difference between the real operation and the one which Sharp and 
McNamara had in their mind*s eye. Neither of them knew until late in the 
evening, our time, that there would be a time interval of 2-1/2 hours 
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between the first launch and the actual strike in- the case of TICONDEROGA. 
They assumed 40 minutes to one hour. 

(4) Finally, we were a little casual in Washington about acting 
on this accurate information of TICONDEROGA' s strike plan when it 
arrive . It was kn o wn^to McNamara in the Pentagon and to officers 
the Situation Room here^before you went on the air, but no one told 
me or you — as far as I know. Indeed, Bob McNamara does not 
seem to have got this fact clearly in his own mind, because in his own 
press conference just after midnight he wrongly said that the carriers 
"have already conducted air strikes against the North Vietnamese bases. " 

The net of this is that -we were saved from real trouble by your own stern 
an -d repeated insistence on positive assurance that the planes were in the 
air well before you spoke, and by the other facts cited earlier. 





